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Vulnerability in developing
countries: Implications and
conclusions
Wim Naude, Amelia U. Santos-Paulino and
Mark McGillivray
1 Introduction
Recognizing the multidimensional and complex nature of households and
countries' vulnerability to various hawrds is a core issue in economic
development and policy. This book purposely adopted a multifaceted
approach to illustrate how a better understanding of vulnerability is
essential jf progress is to made in global development. This approach
consisted of dealing with the concept of vulnerability from different view-
points and in relation to different hazards, so as to consider the relation-
ship between vulnerability, poverty and other hazards such as natural
hazards, ill health, famine and macroeconomic shocks. It also consisted
of exploring vulnerability in a variety of developing country settings:
from some of the largest and most successful developing countries (such
as China) to some of the smallest and most struggling developing coun-
tries (such as Zimbabwe). The book also contains studies based on a
multitude of methodologies, from theoretical constructs to quantitative
as well as qualitative studies of vulnerability.
Having approached vulnerability in developing counlries from these
perspectives, it is appropriate that we pause and take stock in this final
chapter. Wc will therefore now attempt to generalize and place in con-
text some of the implications from this book, in particular implications
for further research into the concept and measurement of vulnerability
(section 2) and for the policies ancl measures to deal with vulnerability
in developing countries (section 3).
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2 Implications for the concept and measurement of
vulnerability
We will now draw some implications for understanding and measuring
vulnerability, and identify some areas for further research. Before we do
so, however, it is useful to summarize the concept and measurement of
vulnerability as used in this book, and to do so within the context of the
poverty literature. We showed in Chapter 1 that vulnerability can be ap-
plied to different levels (e.g. households, countries) and to different out-
comes (poverty, natural hazards, etc). At the household (micro) level,
vulnerability is most commonly defined as the probability that a house-
hold will remain in, or fall into, poverty in future. At a higher level, it is
the probability that a country or region will experience a negative shock
or perturbation.
At the household !evel, the concept and measurement of vulnerability
should not be seen in isolation I"rom the more general concern with the
concept and measurement of poverty. In fact, further progress in concep-
tualizing and measuring vulnerability is likely to come from various ini-
tiatives to define and measure poverty better. We briefly discuss these
aspects in section 2.1 below. In a related manner, there is likely to be fur-
ther progress in measuring vulnerability to various types of hazard, as the
availability of data permits. In section 2.2 we discuss the possible direc-
lions this could take and summarize a number of requirements for a
good measure of vulnerability. At a higher level, concerns about the vul-
nerability of countries or regions should not be seen in isolation from
concerns about state capacily and fragilily and the institutional prerequi-
sites for country resilience. It is also important 10 take into consideration
the relationship between country-level vulnerability and fragility and
household-level vulnerability. We brietly discuss these aspects in section
2.3.
2.1 Vulnerability and poverty
At a micro level, concern about vulnerability is essentially a concern
about poverty. This reflects the fact that there has been significant pro-
gress in the understanding of poverty in recent years. However, much of
this progress still needs to be fully taken into account by policymakers.
Traditionally, poverty was taken to refer to "income poverty" and was
measured statically, e.g. as the percentage of people at a particular point
in time earning less than the (arbitrarily chosen) poverty line. This is still
the measure used in the Millennium Development Goals to measure
progress in the fight against poverty.
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More recently, and greatly inspired by Amartya Sen's capabilities view
of poverty, it is seen as a multidimensional concept extending beyond
mere income measures. Hulme and McKay (2005) discuss the shortcom-
ings of being concerned only with income povcrty in the context of vul-
nerability. There is also agreement in academic circles that poverty is
not a static concept but a dynamic one (Addison et a1. 2008). Two main
lines of research into the dynamics of poverty are multi-period poverty
and uncertainty. Multi-period poverty refers to the fact that households
can move into and out of poverty, as was shown in the case of Tajikistan
in Chapter 4. Here the notions of chronic and transient poverty have
been put forward to give a time dimension to poverty - thus the chron-
ically poor are those who persist in poverty over a long time period. It is
cstimated that there are 320- 443 million people currently living in chronic
poverty (for an overview, see The Chronic Poverty Report 2008-09 -
CPRC 2(08).
In the context of poverty, concern with uncertainty arose because
a household that is currently not poor may become poor in future - in
other words, such a household may be vulnerable to poverty. Thus, the
concept of vulnerability to poverty as it is studied in this book can now
be seen in its proper context: it is an attempt to expand the concept of
poverty from a static to a dynamic one. In this perspective, extensions to
the concept and measurement of vulnerability to poverty are likely to be
driven by further research into renning the concept and measurement of
poverty. One aspect that stands out immediately is the distinction be-
tween chronic and transitory poverty, which has implications for house-
hold vulnerability. It is recognized, for instance, that there might be path
dependency in poverty - the longer a household is in poverty, the more
difficult it may lind it to escape (Bossert et al. 2008). This implies grea ter
vulnerability to falling into poverty and remaining in poverty. A key re-
sult in this book, contained in Chapter 4, is that the factors that explain a
household's likelihood of falling into poverty are different from those
that explain moving out of poverty. Amongst the latter factors, the extent
and persistence of poverty matter. In addition, the causes or chronic and
transitory poverty differ. Chronic poverty often has multiple causes, and
the chronically poor are often deprived across multiple dimensions. This
means that vulnerability to poverty needs to take into account other
forms of vulnerability and suggests that poverty, especially chronic pov-
erty, is in itself a fundamental cause of vulnerabilities in other domains.
Chronic poverty very often has a geographical/spatial pattern, where
pockets of poverty persist in certain geographical regions over time.
Chapter 4 has shown how important the geographical dimension is in
determining the likelihood that households will escape from poverty.
Ii
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Another aspect that stands out is that current measures of vUlnerability
generally treat household vulnerability as time invariant. Current efforts
to achieve gre<-lter integration between the lines of research on multi-
period poverty and uncertainty me therefore likely to spill over and in-
form research on vulnerability (Gunther and Maier 2008).
Finally, although this book has made a distinction between micro- and
macro-level vulnerability, there is a need to integrate the levels across
which vulnerability is measured. This would require a consideration
both of how household-level vulnerability to poverty adds up to the ag-
gregate vulnerability of a whole region or country, or even perhaps
across the world, as well as of how country-wide or region-wide vulnera-
bility to hazards translates into household-level vulnerability to poverty.
Dutta et a1. (2008) discuss such a potential measure of household vulner-
ability to poverty that can be aggregated. There remains, however, plenty
of scope for further research into integrating the micro and macro levels
of vulnerability. In section 2.3 we sketch further linkages between these
levels of vulnerability. But first we deal with further extensions of vulner-
ability to various others h<-lzards.
2.2 Multidimensional vulnerability
The various contributions in this book support the notion of vUlnerability
as a multidimensional concept, even though most contributions have
come from either an economics or a social science background. 1 Given
that vulnerability can exist on different levels and in reference to a wide
variety of potential hazards, and is studied across various disciplines,
there are m<-lny ways in which to define and me<-lsure vulnerability. As
the avail<-lbility of data in developing countries improves, so will the vari-
ous ways of measuring vulnerability. A potential danger is that this will
see a proliferation of vulnerability measures or "vulnerability indices".
There have already been warnings in the literature that the term "vulner-
ability" is in danger of being used too loosely, or that its understanding is
marred by a proliferation of definitions. To minimize this danger it is per-
haps necessary in this conclusion to suggest a number of criteria that a
good measure of vulnerability should ideally satisfy. As we point out, sat-
isfying these criteria is not trivial. Given the current situation we also
suggest a number of avenues for further research.
The first criterion for a good measure of vulnerability is to bear in
mind that vulnerability is an ex ante notion, so that any measure of vul-
nerability should have a "predictive quality" (Cannon et al. 2003). Yuan
and Wan (2008) deal with the prediction of vulnerability and find that not
all measures of vulnerability have equally good predictive qualities.
---
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Moreover, measures of vulnerability to poverty are sensitive to the pov-
erty line used.
Second, measures of vulnerability should define vulnerability in rela-
tion to a socially acceptable level of outcome (Alwang et a1. 2001: 33).
What is deemcd socially acceptable may of course differ across contexts.
For example, in the case of vulnerability to poverty the socially accept-
able level of outcome is generally taken to be some "poverty line", ex-
pressed in terms of income or assets (see Chapters 2, 3 and 4). Not only
is the choice of poverty line often controversial but, as Yuan and Wan
(2008) have recently shown, measures of vulnerability to poverty arc sen-
sitive to the choice of poverty line. Similarly, in economic vulnerability
indices at a country level, arbitrary cut-of.[ levcls arc llsed below which
countries are deemed to be vulnerable. A major difficulty here is that
there will be countries very close to the cut-off levels that may in reality
be either vulnerable or not vulnerable but not identified accurately.
To overcome this problem, fuzzy set theory has been proposed (see e.g.
Baliamoune-Lutz and McGillivray 2(08), which allows for a gradual tran-
sition from one condition to another. Clearly, more research is needed
into the reference points for vulnerability measures.
Third, measures of vulnerability should ideally contain information on
the causes of vulnerability ancl the relative importance of idiosyncratic
and covariate risk (Gunther and Harttgen 2006). How this is applied will
differ between micro- and macro-level measures. Tn Chapter 2 of this
book it was shown how to identify the relative importance of idiosyn-
cratic and covariate risk at a household level. We have not dealt with
this at a macro level in this book. However, we can mention in this regard
that Guillaumont (2008) has argued that countries face two main sources
of vulnerability: (a) environmental or natural shocks, such as natural haz-
ards; and (b) external shocks related to trade and international prices.
How vulnerable a country is to these would depend on (a) the size and
freq uency of these shocks, (b) the degree of exposure to these shocks,
and (c) the capacity of thc country to react to these shocks. Prom this he
suggests that onc should distinguish between structul"<l1 economic vul-
nerability (which is exogenous) and state fragility (which is vulnerability
resulting from inappropriate policies and institutions and wcak gover-
nance). Thus, in dealing with vulnerability it is often 1110st useful to ad-
dress state fragility. We will return to this aspect in section 2.3 below.
Fourth, a good measure of vulnerability should refcr to a specific cause
of vulnerability: a single indicator measuring "total" household or coun-
try vulnerability is unlikely to be meaningful (Cannon 2(08). Thus we
have emphasized in this book that we arc concerned with vulnerability
"to" some hazard, and the various chapters have studied vulnerability
bearing this requirement in mind.
f\
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Pinally, a useful criterion for a vulnerability measure to meet would be
the ability to capture the dynamics of vulnerability. Thus an ideal vulner-
ability measure should be able to measure vulnerability (say, to poverty)
not only before a hazard occurs but also during and after. Birkmanl1
(2007) argues in this regard for measuring the vulnerability of households
before, during and after a natural hazard has occurred. This is an impor-
tant consideration when we want to use vulnerability measures to track
the impact of policies and measures. Thus, if for instance after a !load
people are !cIt more vulnerable to ill health (owing to a greater incidence
of water-borne diseases) or more vulnerable to poverty (owing to lost
assets), it would be useful to have measures that could capture these
changes in multidimensional vulnerability over time. Measuring the dy-
namics of vulnera bility remains an important area IOf further research.
2.3 Vulnerability, resilience and state fragility
A number of chapters in this book have discussed the importance of
understanding how a household or a country copes with risks. The impli-
cation is that vulnerability cannot be properly assessed without consider-
ing a system's ways and means of coping with risk. The term "resilience"
is often used to denote a household's or a country's coping mechanisms.
It has been studied in this book both at a household level and at a coun-
try leveL At the household level, there is indeed a growing body of work
that studies household resilience. 130th ex ante and ex post coping strat-
egies have been distinguished. Ex ante, households often attempt to di-
versify their sources of incomes, and, ex post a negative event, they
often rely on various forms of insurance (see e.g. Fafchamps 2003; Der-
can 2005). In section 3 we will deal in greater depth with the issue of
insurance as an ex post coping strategy. For present purposes though, an
important message in this book is that household capabilities, household
assets and the fragility of their contexts (including state rragility and fra-
gility of the natural environment) play an important role in vulnerability.
The role of household capabilities (characteristics) and assets has been
particularly stressed in Part I of this book. We can note th<lt the role of
assets in coping has also been studied in other disciplines, and is espe-
cially prominent in the sustainable livelihoods approach (e.g. Moser
1998). There is also a growing concern with fragile states and fragility of
the natural environment, as the chapters in Part II of this book in partic-
ular have shown. Given the scope of this book, we are now in a position
to draw these two strands together.
Figure 11.1 is a conceptual framework that summarizes and generalizes
the linkages between Parts I and II of this volume. The figure aims to
•
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Figure 11.1 Vulnerability, resilience and fragility.
illustrate the integraled nature of vulnerability, resilience and fragility. It
shows household vulnerability centrally as being determined by house-
hold risk and household coping (resilience). The extent to which vul-
nerability interacts with idiosyncratic and covariate hazards/shocks
(including natural hazards and macroeconomic shocks) determines the
outcome in terms of current or expected states of poverty, whether pov-
erty is defined in income, consumption or broader wellbeing terms. 130th
the extent of and sensitivity to hazards, and the coping strategies
adopted, are functions of a household's endowments or assets and the
fragility of the external context, be it local, regional, national or global.
The type of hazard shock also influences a household's coping slrategy,
with covariate shocks being more difficult for individual households to
manage or insure against, calling for national or international support
(Dayton-Johnson 2006: 7).
Often, the fragility of the context will determine lhe extenl of house-
hold assets or endowments. For instance, in fragile states public infra-
structure provision is often laCking. However, as lhe arrows in the figure
imply, household assets and endowments can also inl1uence the extent of
fragility at the regional or national level, through for instance non-tangible
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assets such as trust, social networks and cohesion. The figure also shows
that poverty has a feedback elfect to household assets and the fragility of
the external context. This reilects the fact that poverty is in itself a cause
of vulnerability at the household level and oJ"fragiJity at the national level
(Hulme et al. 2001). This fact has been amply demonstrated in the chap-
ters in this book, where adverse coping mcchanisms have been empha-
sized. Elsewhere in the literature, adverse forms of coping have been
shown to impact negatively on the fragility of the macro environment
most notably in the case of sustainable livelihoods and natural hazards
where poor people often have no alternative but to oyer-exploit scarce
natural resources, in the process also increasing their vulnerability to nat-
ural hazards. For example, deforestation is often a significant contribu-
ting factor to Hooding and mudslides, which claim significant numbers of
lives in developing countries.
3 Implications for policies and measures to deal with
vulnerability
Vulnerability can never be eliminated. However, a number of suggestions
for dealing with VUlnerability in a manner that will contribute towards a
reduction in household poverty can be drawn from this book. Our con-
ceptual framework as presented in Figure 11.1 suggests that, in order to
deal with vulnerability, polieymakers and development institutions lleed
to focus primarily on households (their risks and resilience), on assets
(including insurance) and on the fragility context. In focusing on these,
at least three basic requirements need to be met.
3.1 Basic requirements
First, households cannot be left on their own to deal with the hazards
they face, even though they are remarkably inventive and resilient. Their
cfforts at insuring themselves against risk need to be complemented by
community, government and international actions. There arc three rea-
sons for external assistance to mitigate household vulnerability. One is
that the sheer impact or shocks is often overwhelming for individual
households. This has been amply illustrated in this book in the chapters
dealing with vulnerability to natural hazards in small-island states. A sec-
ond reason is that many of the goods needed to strengthen household
resilience are public goods. Several of the chapters in this book have
emphasized the importance of basic goods and services, including educa-
tion, health services, public infrastructure and protection of property
s
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rights, as essential determinants of household vulnerability. A third rea-
son is that the consequences of vulnerability can have negative spillover
effects on other households and countries through adverse coping.
Second, policymakers and development institutions need to acknowl-
edge that poverty is a multidimensional, dynamic and forw<lrd-looking
concept. As is clear from our conceptual framework in Figure 11.1, pov-
erty is the outcome of the relative impacts of risk and resilience, both of
which are affected by policies. 1t would therefore be very useful if perfor-
mance indicators related the success of poverty reduction strategies and
policies to their impact on risk and resilience.
Third, based on the discussion of Figure 11.1, it is clear that the nature
of vulnerability will differ from household to household and from country
to country. Local knowledge is therefore vital in addressing vulnerability.
This is an important lesson from Chapter 4. It is unlikely that a one-size-
fits-all approach will be useful in addressing vulnerability.
Fourth, as implied by the previous requirement, vulnerability and re-
silience need to be measured and measurements need to be continually
improved. As has been shown in this book, this applies to various levels
and outcomes of vulnerability. The proper and useful measurement of"vul-
nerability and resilience will require much better data than are cur-
rently available. It is especially in the most vulnerable countries, for
instance those in sub-Saharan Africa, where data constraints are often
the most serious. Investing in sound, reliable, timely and regular data to
capture poverty/vulnerability/resilience will in itself be an investment in
resilience.
3.2 Appropriate responses
How can vulnerability be reduced or managed? Here we propose an
approach that aims to reduce risks, to mitigate risks and to assist risk cop-
ing, through three broad classes of interventions: (a) strengthening resil-
ience, (b) building bulwarks, and (c) ensuring quality institutions. The
approach is outlined in Figure 11.2, which argues, based on the various
contributions in this book, that vulnerability should be dealt with by gov-
ernments, donors and development institutions by focusing on household
capabilities, on assets and insurance, and on the fragile context facing
households in developing countries. The aim is to reduce risks, mitigate
risks where they exist, and help households to cope in a positive manner
with risks. This could be achieved in a number of ways, as described
under "Policies & measures" in Figure 11.2.
The first is by strengthening household resilience. The various chapters
in this book have identilied a number of ways in which this can be done.
For instance, raising incomes (Chapters 2, 7 and 9), providing education
n
I
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and health (Chapters 4, 6 and 7), addressing the challcnges faced by mi-
grants (Chapters 6 and 9), and empowering women (Chapters 5 and 9)
are all crucial means through which to improve household resilicnce.
The second Wl:lY is to build bulwarks. Bulwarks are primarily intended
to help households to manage risk ex post. Thus, from thl: contributions
in this book we can identify a number of measures, such as raising house-
hold saving and providing access to micro-credit (Chaptcr 3), facilitating
remittances (Chapters 6 and 9), strengthening networks (Chapters 2, 3,6
and 9) and improving emergency responses and aid (Chapters 7, 9 and
10). Also, based on the assessmcnt of the relative importance of idiosyn-
cratic and covariate risks in this book (Chapter 2), we can stress the gen-
eral importance of insurance (both formal and ini'ormal) for coping. For
both households and countries, insurance mechanisms arc essl:ntial in
limiting adverse shocks to incoml: from also causing adverse shocks
in consumption. Insurance is thus said to be "consumption smoothing".
Unfortunately, as many studil:s have found, households in devcloping
countries tend not to have adequate insurancc, as evidenced by the
degree to which they cannot smooth out their consumption in times
of crisis. We did not dl:al in depth with the issue of insurance in this
.~ I
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book because the UNU-WIDER study on Insurance Against Poverty (see
Dercon 2005) is devoled to the issue 01" insurance.
The third class of measures to deal with vulnerability relate to ensuring
the establishment and functioning of quality institutions. Much has been
wrilten about institutions and development in recent times, and we do
not wish to discuss this literature in detail here. Instead the reader is re-
ferred to the UNU-WIDER study on Institutional Change and economic
Development (Chang 2007). However, a few aspects from this book arc
worth stressing as far as the role of institutions in vulnerability is con-
cerned. A number of chapters in Part II showed that covariate risks -
for instance in relation to natural hazards and macroeconomic shocks -
are high in developing countries, particularly in small-island developing
states. Here, the requirement for risk reduction would necessitate app1'o-
pria te policies and institutions to help these countries cope with the
effects of both "structural" vulnerability and state fragility. In essence,
such countries must put policies and institutions in place that strengthen
their economic resilience. In the case of many developing economics, in-
creasing economic diversification has been recommended as a strategy to
reduce the risks from adverse external shocks (structural vulnerability).
Furthermore, as was argued in Chapter 10, macroeconomic policies in
these countries should aim not only at price stability but also at output
and employment stabili/.ation. The preGonditions are however that coun-
tries build and strengthen appropriate labour market, financial and gov-
ernance institutions.
Finally, the approach summarized in Figure 11.2 needs to be comple-
mented by the finding in a number of chapters that household coping
strategies need to be better understood. For instance, adverse forms of
coping can exacerbate household poverty and vulnerability and can push
households into chronic poverty. In the Zimbabwean case discussed in
Chapter 5, adverse coping included children dropping out of school, soil
degradation as a result or desperate but unsustainable farming methods,
cutting down on healtheare and engaging in criminal activities. Also, al-
though migration is a favoured coping strategy in developing countries -
in the race of droughts or conOict for example - Chapter 6 in this book
has shown that such a coping strategy is in itself not without risks. It is
also important to bear in mind the cal1 in Chapter 9 for a "gendered"
approach to vulnerability. Women a rten comprise a dis proportionate
share of the poor, and women's traditional roles as caregivers and their
often more extensive social networks make them important agents in
the identification and mitigation of risks and in post-disaster assistance.
The overall implication is that strategies and policies to deal with vul-
nerability should be careful not to introduce or cause new sources of
vulnerability.
'.'
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4 Concluding remarks
The chapters in this book have shown that great progress has been made
in recent years in understanding and expanding the notion of vulnerabil-
ity, and that these advances havc important implications for thc reduc-
tion of poverty. They have also shown that much remains to be done, in
terms of relining, measuring and applying the notion of vulnerability, but
also in tackling vulnerability through strengthening household resilience,
building appropriate bulwarks against risk and creating and maintaining
quality institutions. It is hoped that this book will stimulate further re-
search and discourse on these aspects.
Note
I. De Leon (2006) contains an excellent summary of the development of the concept of vul-
nerability outside the field of ecolJomi<:s, from the work of Chambers (1989), which
focuses 011 ~llstainablc livelihoods of households, to the work sponsored by the Depart-
ment of Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations, which focuses on the vulncr-
ability of small-island states, and thc work of the United Nations University's Institute
for Enviroumental and Human Sccurity,
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